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Teoria şi practica managementului
It is generally accepted that 
a firm can be defined as a combi-
nation of tangible and intangible 
assets in order to perform a spe-
cific activity with a view to cover 
a real or a potential demand on 
the market and to obtain a net 
income from it. But the transition 
to the knowledge-based society 
of the globalized economic world 
made possible and generated a big 
shift regarding the value of the 
firm: “The defining trend is the 
shift from tangible to intangible 
factors of corporate value and 
competitive advantage and this, 
in turn, has led to the emergence 
of a discrete intangible economy 
in its own right … (so) … assets 
such as information systems, 
clientele and reputation, brands, 
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coMPetitiveness through Business 
ethicS – neW demandS for firm’S 
strategic ManageMent 
The “dangerous obsession” of competitiveness into a more and more 
globalized world and knowledge-based economy brings with it new 
opportunities and threats for firm’s strategic management. By this paper 
we will stop at one of the major challenges firms are confronted with: 
the shift from tangible to intangible factors of competitive advantage, 
and particularly on how business ethics can be such a key asset for a 
firm – based on two economic reasons: the need to cooperate and the 
stakeholders theory applied to business.     
competencies and knowledge, 
training, belonging to networks, 
etc. represent an increasing share 
of company value and have be-
come the most critical factors 
in the competitiveness of many 
organizations. Furthermore, since 
3 or 4 years, for some companies 
of the New Economy associated 
with the Internet, intangible assets 
represent the most important if not 
the unique real asset as they hardly 
invest in fixed assets at all. At the 
level of the firm, recent estimates 
suggest that 50-90 % of the value 
created by a firm come, not from 
management of traditional physi-
cal assets but from management 
of intellectual capital (Hope and 
Hope 1998)”1 .
It doesn’t mean that the tan-63
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gible assets have now no value at 
all, because no economy and no 
firm could operate without them; 
it only means that the structure of 
the assets of the firm has changed, 
and it is necessary to define in 
each case the optimum combina-
tion of those two kinds of assets in 
the search of global competitive-
ness. But, if it’s relatively simply 
to at least evaluate the visible 
assets of the firm and then to try 
to catch them into a competitive 
strategy, it’s quite difficult to even 
distinguish and then to evaluate 
the invisible assets, and much 
more to use them profitably into 
a competitive strategy.
Still, under these circum-
stances, we have to agree that “in 
the current context of (a) increas-
ing interconnectedness between 
economic actors and between 
countries (including transition 
countries), (b) consistent criti-
cal externalities for all types of 
enterprises confronted with an 
increasing competition in the lo-
cal and/or international market, 
(c) tremendous impact of the new 
information and communication 
technology on each company, in 
terms of strategic development 
and of organizational behav-
ior, strategic management relies 
increasingly on the intangible 
assets in achieving corporate or 
market goals. These refer, on the 
one hand, to company advantages 
given by the access in real time to 
accurate information, by the intel-
lectual capital of the firm’s human 
resources, by the good reputation 
and image in the direct contact 
with clients, shareholders, or sup-
pliers, and on the other hand, to 
the moral capital of the company, 
the ethical conduct of the manage-
rial team, the transparency of the 
financial accounts by voluntary 
reporting to the interested circles, 
the respect of the employees’ 
rights, the use of environment-
friendly technologies, and last 
but not least, the corporate social 
responsibility promoted in contact 
with the members of the hosting 
community”2 . 
Maybe this behavior seems 
to be an utopia or “too much” for 
a firm operating into a corrupt 
national system3  which could not 
reach competitiveness4 , even if, 
from the above mentioned argu-
ment the ethical behavior seems to 
be nowadays more than necessary 
for a firm management in order to 
run competitive business; it seems 
that it is the only possible way of 
thinking and action. But, in real-
ity, it is a long way until this be-
havioral pattern will be accepted 
and integrated into strategic and 
operational firm management. 
But still, which could be the 
reasons behind this kind of be-
havior? Ultimately, the economic 
ones – easy to explain through (A) 
the need to cooperation and (B) 64
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the stakeholders theory applied 
to business:  
(A) Business is not only 
about competing; it is also about 
cooperation5 . Competitiveness is, 
of course, one of the most visible 
features of the business. Obvi-
ously, business means first of all 
competing and almost everyone 
could count the benefits of com-
peting into a market economy: 
better goods and services, lower 
prices, innovation, diversity, de-
velopment. But a lot of the busi-
ness people don’t realize the 
nature of economic competing and 
its necessary connection with the 
cooperation. Being preoccupied 
only by the maximization of their 
profits within the law, they just ig-
nore any moral responsibilities to 
the others, considering them just 
some idealistic and humanitarian 
fantasies which harm the business 
and downsize the profit.        
The result is the arising of 
the social dilemmas and of the 
theory of strategic games: the 
main idea is that if any member 
of a community is looking only 
to accomplish her/his own inter-
ests, the whole group will mark 
eventually worse results than if 
they would cooperate with one 
another. What is good for one is 
bad for all. If each one is look-
ing for the best for himself, then 
each one gets the lowest benefits. 
The analyze of these conflictual 
choices is concentrated upon the 
relationships between the goals 
the individuals are looking for 
and it aims to evaluate the nature 
of their behavior – competitive or 
cooperative, as well as the nature 
of the relationships between them 
– conflict or harmony. This kind 
of relationships could be analyzed 
through the theory of games – 
prisoner’s dilemma, farmer’s 
dilemma or tit for tat.
According to this theory, 
the main idea is that the positive 
basis of the moral duties of a 
good business man arises by the 
business nature itself. Despite the 
general perception of business as 
a competition hard and without 
mercy, a business is, at its core, a 
cooperation activity that permits 
both parts – more or less – to win; 
so, it is a win – win situation and 
must be treated like it, because 
business relationships are, essen-
tially, bilateral. The competitors 
have some common interests 
and duties and the structure of 
competition itself impose some 
mutual duties, necessary to solve 
decently the conflicts of interests 
that could arise during the busi-
ness relationships. 
Ethics, in the sense of an ac-
cepted set of rules are a prerequi-
site to any transactions. Parts of the 
rules are – or may be – covered by 
legal stipulations. However, these 
can hardly ever be fully compre-
hensive or up to date. Plus: laws 
and regulations are usually the 65
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reflection and outcome of a clear 
and sanctionable set of morals 
that is understood as commonly 
given by the society that insti-
tutes and follows them. A liberal, 
capitalistic-oriented economy can 
function only if the participants 
and the responsible players follow 
a certain set of ethics. This “value 
canon” means, for example, that 
bills are to be paid, contracts are 
to be kept, employees, sharehold-
ers, competitors, suppliers and 
customers are treated according 
to existing contracts and the law. 
Only if a large majority of play-
ers in an economy adhere to these 
principles can this economy func-
tion properly. These principles 
thus constitute the foundation of 
the economy.
(B) The idea of stakeholders, 
or stakeholder management, or a 
stakeholder approach to strategic 
management, suggests6  that man-
agers must formulate and imple-
ment processes which satisfy all 
and only those groups who have a 
stake in the business. The central 
task in this process is to manage 
and integrate the relationships 
and interests of shareholders, 
employees, customers, suppliers, 
communities and other groups in 
a way that ensures the long-term 
success of the firm. A stakeholder 
approach emphasizes active man-
agement of the business environ-
ment, relationships and the pro-
motion of shared interests.
As the strategic management 
literature reveals, in a world of tur-
bulence and accelerating change 
the interests of key stakeholders 
must be integrated into the very 
purpose of the firm, and stake-
holder relationships must be man-
aged in a coherent and strategic 
fashion. The stakeholder approach 
that was developed from this work 
has several distinct characteris-
tics7 : (1) it is intended to provide 
a single strategic framework, 
flexible enough to deal with envi-
ronmental shifts without requiring 
managers to regularly adopt new 
strategic paradigms; (2) it is a stra-
tegic management process rather 
than a strategic planning proc-
ess; (3) its central concern is the 
survival of the firm, seen as “the 
achievement of an organization”s 
objectives”; (4) it encourages 
management to develop strategies 
by-looking out from the firm and 
identifying, and investing in, all 
the relationships that will ensure 
long-term success – this charac-
teristic helps explain the success 
and influence of the stakeholder 
concept within the fields of “busi-
ness ethics” and “business and 
society”; (5) it is both a prescrip-
tive and descriptive approach, 
rather than purely empirical and 
descriptive; (6) it is about concrete 
“names and faces” for stakehold-
ers rather than merely analyzing 
particular stakeholder roles; (7) 
it calls for an integrated approach 66
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to strategic decision making. So, 
the stakeholder theory by itself is 
not enough in order to ensure long 
time competitiveness of the firm. 
It has to be putted to work into a 
conceptual framework and an op-
erational management strategy. 
But, which are the obstacles 
in order to do it? Firstly, and one 
of the most important ones, we 
think it is corruption – as lack of 
ethics. 
The management literature 
defines corruption as “the unfair 
use of a position of authority in 
order to obtain personal gains 
(money or others)”8 , or „the act 
or effect of giving or receiving 
a thing of value, in order that a 
person do or omit to do something, 
in violation of a formal or implicit 
rule about what that person ought 
to do or omit to do, to the benefit 
of the person who gives the thing 
of value or a third party”9 . Re-
search has shown that the extent 
to which (business) people abuse 
their position for personal gain is 
limitless; so, there are different 
types of corruption10 : business 
related (bribing officials, account-
ing irregularities, tax evasion, 
insider trading, money laundering, 
embezzlement, falsifying docu-
ments); political related (voting 
irregularities, holding on to power 
against the will of the people, 
nepotism and cronyism, rule of the 
few); petty corruption (made by 
the local low-level official taking 
small sums of money to expedite 
routine approvals or transactions); 
grand corruption (made by defense 
contractors paying billions of dol-
lars to lawmakers for awarding 
major defense or transportation 
projects); influence peddling (tak-
ing the form of the huge campaign 
contributions to politicians or that 
of the contributions to government 
leaders).
On the other hand, a general 
definition of the term business eth-
ics is implied in the description of 
corruption as a „form of unethical 
behavior or wrongdoing”11 . That 
is right, because if we look at 
different forms of business cor-
ruption as we named them before, 
we will see that a common feature 
of each is the unethical behavior. 
Augustine Nwabuzor argues that 
if the dictionary gives the mean-
ing of ethics as ”the discipline 
dealing with what is good or bad” 
and, in general, we call unethical 
”those actions for which there is 
social consensus that they are a 
bad thing”, business ethics can 
be specifically defined as ”a con-
versation about right and wrong 
conduct in the business world”; 
in this context, corruption may 
be seen as a form of anti-social 
behavior, which confers improper 
benefits to people in authority 
through a perversion of societal 
norms and morals”12 . 
Business life is confronted 
with an enormous range and 67
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complexity of ethical problems. 
Unethical practices appear in 
many forms – besides outright 
fraud one finds unfair competi-
tion, unfair communication, non-
respect of agreements and unfair 
attitudes towards / and treatment 
of / stakeholders through the abuse 
of power or due to conflicts of 
interest. As Yves Fassin says, it 
is important to try to understand 
the reasons that can lead manag-
ers and entrepreneurs towards 
unethical behavior because „there 
are different sets of reasons for 
the rise of the unethical behavior 
in business: some are the conse-
quence of the general evolution 
of society, others are basically due 
to the evolution of the business 
environment and to its internal 
organization”13 .
When analyzing the ethical 
implications of a situation of cor-
ruption, the rules normally applied 
are as follows14 : (a) a manager 
or employee may not solicit or 
demand an extortion, because it 
would commit her to carry out 
an immoral act – besides forcing 
the other party likewise to behave 
unethically, as her accomplice; (b) 
a manager or employee may not 
accept bribes, for the same reason; 
(c) nobody may offer bribes, as to 
do so is equivalent to instigating 
the other party to commit an un-
ethical (and illegal) act; (d) a per-
son may not give in to extortion to 
obtain something to which she is 
not entitled; (e) in certain circum-
stances, a person may give in to 
extortion (tolerate an injustice, but 
not cause one) in order to obtain 
something to which she is entitled. 
In such cases, the rules to be fol-
lowed are: carefully weigh up all 
the available options to see if the 
problem can be solved without 
resorting to corruption (or caus-
ing any more serious problem); 
the extortion must be explicit or 
at least sufficiently obvious – in 
other words, an attempt at bribery 
should not be covered up as if it 
were a response to extortion or 
solicitation; the person must act 
with the intention of exercising 
a right; the person must do all he 
can to avoid causing unjust harm 
to others; there must be objective 
reasons of sufficient weight, in 
proportion to the harm caused; 
every effort must be made to avoid 
scandal and the bad example that 
the action may give rise to; steps 
must be taken to see to it that 
similar situations of collaboration 
with corruption are not repeated in 
the future.
In practice, each case need 
to be considered individually in 
all its circumstances and detail 
in order to fully assess the moral 
problem and propose solutions. 
Organizational efforts in re-
gard to ethics affect various stake-
holders: customers, employees, 
suppliers, and investors: many 
stockholders want to invest in 68
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companies that have strong ethics 
programs, employees like work-
ing for a company they can trust, 
and consumers value integrity in 
business relationships. Stronger 
organizational ethical climate 
result in consumer and employee 
trust, employee commitment, and 
consumer satisfaction, which in 
turn leads to profitability15 . If we 
talk about firm and its manage-
ment, we have to agree that “a lot 
is at stake for the private sector in 
regards to corruption. Continuing 
to participate in and/or turning 
a blind eye to corrupt activities 
can have significant negative 
consequences for the private sec-
tor in terms of competitiveness, 
the effectiveness of government 
policies, and the sustainability 
of development efforts. Ensur-
ing effective risk management, 
aligning with customer expecta-
tions, complying with laws and 
regulations, meeting the demands 
of ethical investment funds, and 
safe-guarding reputation and 
brand are some of the factors that 
contribute to the business case to 
combat corruption.”16 
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